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IUNS president's report
The present status of nutrition worldwide
Mamdouth Gabr
At this 14th International Congress of Nutrition of the International Union of Nutritional Sciences it may be opportune to consider the present status of the science of nutrition worldwide. Where does it stand among the growing body of human sciences? What can it accomplish towards the welfare of humankind? Why are we still short of achieving adequate nutrition on a global level? How can the IUNS help, and what has it done in this respect?
In spite of great scientific achievements in the food and nutrition sciences, various constraints still exist that hamper our progress towards achieving optimal nutrition for all. There have been great advances in our knowledge of food availability, processing, preservation, composition, and nutritive value. There is also a clearer picture of requirements for macro-and micro-nutrients under various physiological and pathological conditions. There is growing scientific evidence on the relationship between diet and various diseases as well as on the effects of both over-and under-nutrition on human functions and capabilities. Nutrition is gradually being recognized by both decision makers and the public as a leading scientific entity affecting human health and productivity. More emphasis is being given to all levels of nutrition education and training.
Why is it that, in spite of all this, many of us, especially those from developing countries, feel that little has been achieved at the grass-roots level? What are the constraints?
Socio-economic situations, food shortages, and food availability are most important factors, especially for the underprivileged. Much attention is needed to find the most cost-effective way to obtain better nutrition from limited resources. We must learn how to make the best use of recent technical advances to maximize food resources and use the food resources that are available more efficiently.
No other science is so dependent on environmental, geographical, regional, and cultural factors as is nutrition. Apart from the extreme forms of malnutrition during natural catastrophes, prevailing cultural, health, and sanitary situations greatly influence food availability as well as nutritional requirements. Overcoming these factors has to be tailored to each country and even to each region. Intervention is not easy in many developing countries that lack manpower, tools, and resources. Small pilot intervention projects successful in one area may not be replicable nationwide.
Although nutrition is more and more recognized as a separate entity, it is and always will remain multidisciplinary. This makes it difficult for those who fund nutritional activities to identify to whom the funds should be allocated. Where nutrition is involved, competition between different departments as well as within various disciplines frequently affects its hierarchy in a particular discipline. This is true not only for academic and service departments but also in certain international organizations. Furthermore, competition between different nutritionists belonging to different disciplines can result in scientific imbalances that hamper achievement of our common goal, which is better nutrition for all.
Although training in nutritional sciences is receiving more and more attention, the balance between training in basic and applied nutritional sciences is not always optimal. This is especially so in developing countries, where frustrations face young nutritionists, who are unable to apply the basic principles in nutrition they have learned, either in their own country or abroad, because of local realities and limitations.
How can the IUNS partially overcome some of these constraints? I shall give a few examples from IUNS activities in the last four years. Being international and non-governmental, the IUNS is free to choose as members of its commissions and committees those individual scientists from both developed and developing worlds who are able to fulfil its goals in the different disciplines of nutrition. It constitutes the most appropriate medium for co-operation and co-ordination nationally and internationally. Through exchange of information on research results, developing countries benefit from the scientific knowledge available in developed countries. On the other hand, scientists from the West can better evaluate the efficiency of various intervention programmes in the field situation as it exists in developing countries. To this end, the lUNS held an important meeting in 1986, "Fostering Nutrition between Countries. " Adhering bodies from developing countries were encouraged to join the [UNS family, and the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) and certain other organizations lent their support. Seven additional developing countries are on their way to full membership.
IUNS meetings were held in more than 30 countries, on all the continents. The IUNS has continued its policy of granting an award sponsored by the International Nutrition Foundation for Developing Countries (INFDC) to outstanding scientists from developing countries. This year the award was given to Professor C. Gopalan from India.
These activities did not divert IUNS from its basic scientific purposes. New committees, such as those on Nutrition and Biotechnology, Animal Models in Human Nutrition, and the Use of Computers in Nutrition, were formed; and several reports have been published on topics including the nutritional regulation of immunity and infection, iron deficiency and brain function, health effects of fish and fish oils, energy and protein requirements, and geriatric nutrition.
The IUNS has continued its policy of encouraging training in different disciplines. Manuals and reports have been published on training clinicians for academic research, teaching clinical nutrition, patient problems, guidelines for nurses and midwives, growth monitoring, etc. Also, an international directory of programmes for advanced training has been published.
The IUNS is keen to co-operate and co-ordinate its activities with all United Nations, international, and regional organizations working in nutrition. It has sponsored various regional nutrition congresses in the Americas, Europe, Africa, and Asia. It also participated in the International Congress on Clinical Nutrition held in San Diego, California, USA, in 1986 and the Congress of the International Dietetic Association in Paris in 1988. Its strong liaison with the World Health Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, the United Nations Children's Fund, and the United Nations University continues, and during the past year we have been in the process of establishing an official relationship with the Sub-committee on Nutrition of the United Nations Administrative Committee on Co-ordination (SCN). Dialogue with the World Bank is in progress, and there is also close co-operation with various other international, non-governmental organizations working in nutrition as well as various national institutions. Instead of duplicating activities, the IUNS Council has substituted corresponding committees with liaison officers to such organizations as the International Vitamin A Consultative Group (IVACG), the International Anaemia Consultative Group (INACG), the International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry (IUPAC), the International Council for Control of Iodine Deficiency Disorders (ICCIDD), and the International Dietary Energy Consultative Group (IDECG). The relationship with the International Union of Food Science and Technology (lUFoST) has been expanding through several meetings between the joint committees, and publication of a joint periodical is being planned.
The relationship of the International Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) with the IUNS is also growing. Through the ICSU, several IUNS committees have received special grants in the fields of training, newer technology, nutrition in developed countries, and primary health care. We are co-operating with the ICSU in its lectureship programme with the Third World Academy as well as in its programmes on the geosphere and the biosphere and in its recent project with the United Nations Development Programme on the effect of scientific progress on development.
As is the case in most international organizations, financing is a continuing problem. We have partially overcome this during the past four years by cutting down administrative expenses through combining council meetings with scientific activities to which many council members are invited, as well as by close follow-up and encouragement of adhering bodies to pay their dues. We are grateful to several donors, especially the Japanese Nutrition Society for its generous contribution during the last Asian Nutrition Congress. The International Life Sciences Institute and certain food firms helped to support the joint workshop on "IUNS and the Food Processing Industry. " This allowed the IUNS to support the activities of several committees with seed money.
More important, this stimulated the various committees involved to seek more financial support from various funding organizations, so that indirect donations to the IUNS committees were far greater than the direct support described above. More than 35 workshops and committee meetings have been held in the last four years, and more will be held during this congress. In this respect, I would like to express appreciation for the zeal and enthusiasm of all IUNS officers, council members, committee chairpersons, and members who really initiated or participated in all of these activities.
We still have much to do. Nutrition as a science needs greater visibility. Although human well-being depends primarily on better nutrition, neither decision makers nor lay people give nutrition the priority and prestige it deserves. The IUNS should bring this about. The best way to do so is through the coordinated scientific activities of all of us gathered here.
This gives us hope of reaching the grass-roots levelbut, more than that: it can be done. Several scenarios of how to improve nutrition under different environmental, socio-economic, and cultural conditions should be planned, tried, and evaluated. The present congress is a good start. The workshops supported by WHO, UNICEF, the World Bank, and the SCN on economic adjustment and nutrition, on evaluation of successes and failures of nutrition projects, and on nutrition and primary health care are initiatives on the right track. They should continue to be implemented.
